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 In their book, Frontiers: A Short History of the American West, Robert V. Hine and John 

Mack Faragher assert, “The frontier story has always been reformulated to fit the realities of our 

history, providing us with a national myth not only to ‘match our mountains’ but to match the needs 

and aspirations of a new century.”2 The Western frontier in U.S. history produced the iconic myth of 

the American cowboy and although the Census of 1890 affirmed the end of the American frontier, 

the cowboy legend has lived on, as Hine and Faragher put it, to match the needs and aspirations of 

the 21st century. In fact, in the early 2000s, President George W. Bush himself assumed the role of the 

quintessential Western frontiersman in the war in Iraq. After the 9/11 terrorist attacks enraged the 

country, U.S. officials accused Iraqi president Saddam Hussein of involvement and of developing 

weapons of mass destruction.3 Consequently, in 2003, Bush justified the war in Iraq to the American 

public as an effort to protect national security, continue the fight against terrorism, and, in his words, 

“free the Iraqi people” by ending Saddam Hussein’s tyrannical rule.4 Bush’s use of frontier rhetoric 

and his appeal—whether intentional or not—to an age-old American hero further defended the war in 

the public’s eyes. However, while the U.S. captured and brought Saddam Hussein to justice in 2006, 

the leader’s fall left behind a power vacuum that gave way to sectarian conflict, violence, and chaos 

in Iraq.5 President Bush’s perceived role as a cowboy in the war on terror was compelling to the 

American people and may have justified the United States’ intervention in Iraq in the minds of many; 

however, this perception ultimately obscured the harsh reality of the war and its impact on thousands 

of innocent Iraqi civilians. 

The Western frontier of the late 19th century glorified the cowboy as a brave, virtuous, and 

individualistic hero. American historian Frederick Jackson Turner is best known for his frontier 

																																																								
2 Robert V. Hine and John Mack Faragher, Frontiers: A Short History of the American West (Yale University Press, 2007), 225, 
accessed May 23, 2017, https://books.google.com. 
3 Paul Boyer, The Enduring Vision: A History of the American People, concise 7th ed. (Boston: Wadsworth Cengage Learning, 
2013, 2009), 780. 
4 George W. Bush, "President Discusses Beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom," address, March 22, 2003, The White House: 
President George W. Bush, last modified March 22, 2003, accessed May 23, 2017, https://georgewbush-whitehouse.archives.gov. 
5 Boyer, The Enduring, 782. 



thesis and his idealized perception of the West. In his thesis, he declared, "That coarseness and 

strength combined with acuteness and inquisitiveness... that dominant individualism, working for 

good and for evil, and withal that buoyancy and exuberance which comes with freedom—these are 

traits of the frontier, or traits called out elsewhere because of the existence of the frontier."6 The 

cowboy was the embodiment of these frontier-instilled characteristics; movies, paintings, and novels 

of the late 1800s all portrayed the cowboy as a “tough guy” who fought off cattle raiders, bandits, 

and other villainous characters, further exalting him as a moral champion. However, this 

romanticized image of the American cowboy glossed over the ugly reality of westward expansion: 

the forced removal and massacres of countless Indians.7 Just as the cowboy myth idealized the 

venture of Americans out onto the Western frontier, it also idealized the American effort to traverse 

global frontiers. And President Bush was the cowboy to lead America valiantly into Iraq.  

George W. Bush’s cowboy persona was manifested by both his outward appearance and his 

rhetoric. In 1999, Bush bought a ranch in Texas and could often be spotted driving his pickup truck 

in jeans and a cowboy hat. His ranch was known as the “Western White House,” as he frequently 

brought presidential work there.8 Not only were Bush’s appearance and lifestyle redolent of the 

Western frontiersman, but his words also aligned with the cowboy persona. From the outset of the 

war on terror, he positioned the United States as a moral authority. In an address to the United 

Nations in November 2001 on the threat of terrorists, Bush declared, “Freedom and fear are at 

war... We know that evil is real, but good will prevail against it... We have a chance to write the story 

of our times, a story of courage defeating cruelty and light overcoming darkness."9 By pitting good 

versus evil, courage versus cruelty, and light versus darkness, Bush painted himself and his country 
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as a heroic figure, standing for what was right in the global moral arena, just like a cowboy in the old 

West. Furthermore, in a news conference shortly after 9/11, vowing to track down Osama Bin Laden, 

Bush proclaimed, "I want justice. And there's an old poster out west, that I recall, that said, 'Wanted: 

Dead or Alive.'"10 At the same conference, speaking of terrorists, he stated, “we’re going to smoke 

them out” and “hunt them down,”11 using language evocative of the uncompromising morality and 

staunch determination of the cowboy. In a time of crisis and despair, Americans were perhaps 

desperate to hold on to something good, something familiar and the long-standing cowboy ideal was 

exactly that. The cowboy, symbolic of a glorious past, gave them hope for an equally glorious future.  

Bush’s frontier rhetoric in the war on terror extended to the war in Iraq. Not only did Bush 

position himself as a hero in protecting national security, but also as a hero in Iraq—a liberator. In a 

radio address discussing the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2003, Bush claimed, “The 

future of peace and the hopes of the Iraqi people now depend on our fighting forces in the Middle 

East."12 Saddam Hussein became the villain that Bush would “smoke out” and, in turn, Bush would 

become the savior of the Iraqi people. Once the United States had successfully taken Hussein from 

power, Bush declared to the United Nations, “Across Iraq, life is being improved by liberty. Across 

the Middle East, people are safer because an unstable aggressor has been removed from power. 

Across the world, nations are more secure because an ally of terror has fallen."13 President Bush told 

Americans that they had succeeded, that the cowboy had won and good had prevailed. He told them 

that Iraq was freer and safer when, in reality, the country experienced much violence and unrest after 

the fall of Saddam Hussein. Nonetheless, by framing the war in Iraq through the cowboy myth, by 
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appealing to an ideal that occupied a special place in the hearts of the American people, Bush was 

able to justify U.S. actions in Iraq as morally sound.  

Bush’s words coincided with his actions, as his foreign policy also reflected cowboy ideals. The 

Bush Doctrine, the hallmark of the president’s policy in the war on terror, was characterized by 

preemption and unilateralism. Such policies were outlined in the 2002 National Security Strategy of 

the United States, which stressed, “We cannot let our enemies strike first.”14 The policy of preemption 

encouraged preventative instead of reactive military action in the face of potential threats; this “get 

them before they can get you” mentality was consistent with the swift action and violence that was 

used to resolve conflict on the Western frontier.15 Further, the document emphasized, "While the 

United States will constantly strive to enlist the support of the international community, we will not 

hesitate to act alone, if necessary."16 Bush’s unilateral approach to the war on terror aligned with the 

cowboy’s independence and the image of a lone ranger; even when most Arab leaders and many 

NATO allies criticized a preemptive war in Iraq, Bush did not waver on his stance.17 Given their 

distance from the war in Iraq, it must have been easy for many Americans to buy into Bush’s cowboy 

mentality. However, several American soldiers in Iraq, who had been prepared to be heroes there, 

found themselves disillusioned in the face of reality.   

Veterans’ accounts of their experiences in Iraq revealed the war’s harsh realities that Bush’s 

cowboy persona had largely concealed. In 2008, the advocacy group Iraq Veterans Against the War 

(IVAW) organized the Winter Soldier: Iraq and Afghanistan event in Maryland. Over 200 U.S. 

military veterans as well as Iraqi and Afghan civilians attended and/or testified about their 

experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan.18 James Washburn, a US Marine corporal who served three tours 

																																																								
14 The National Security Strategy of the United States of America, 15, September 2002, accessed May 21, 2017, 
https://www.state.gov/documents/organization/63562.pdf. 
15 Hoffman, "Visual Persuasion," 334. 
16 The National, 6. 
17 Boyer, The Enduring, 781. 
18 "Winter Soldier," Iraq Veterans Against the War, accessed May 24, 2017, https://www.ivaw.org/wintersoldier. 



in Iraq, recounted, "I remember one woman walking by... she was carrying a huge bag, and she 

looked like she was heading toward us, so we lit her up… when the dust settled, we realized that the 

bag was full of groceries. She had been trying to bring us food and we blew her to pieces."19 The spirit 

of preemption clearly influenced soldiers in Iraq and though it may have appeared heroic and 

cowboy-like on the surface, one of the gravest pitfalls of such an ideology was that innocent people 

suffered. In his testimony, Washburn added, “Something else we were encouraged to do, almost with 

a wink and nudge, was to carry 'drop weapons’... We would carry these weapons or shovels with us 

because if we accidentally shot a civilian, we could just toss the weapon on the body, and make them 

look like an insurgent."20 The use of “drop weapons” revealed the pervasiveness of civilian deaths in 

Iraq. In fact, according to WikiLeaks’ release of classified Iraq war logs from 2004 to 2009, of over 

100,000 reported deaths in Iraq, more than 66,000 were civilian deaths.21 After recounting an 

American raid on an innocent Iraqi woman’s house, which ended in the death of her husband and the 

temporary detainment of her son, another veteran at the Winter Soldier event, Jason Hurd, admitted, 

“Things like that happen every day in Iraq. We are harassing these people. We are disrupting their 

lives."22 There seemed to be a colossal gap between the idealism of Bush’s frontier rhetoric and the 

reality that some Americans witnessed in Iraq—the reality that Iraqi civilians were forced to face in 

their everyday lives after 2003.  

Testimonies of Iraqi civilians further unveiled the discrepancy between Bush’s romanticized 

version of the war and the reality in Iraq. At the IVAW Winter Soldier event, several civilians gave 

accounts of how the war impacted their lives. An Iraqi student named Omar recounted a time when 

gunfire broke out as he was walking with his friends near an American checkpoint. He was injured 
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and, according to him, American soldiers shot and killed two of his friends. Omar described, "The 

last thing I saw before I lost consciousness was... people lying dead in the street, injured people 

crying out. Nobody came to rescue us."23 Not only were Americans not seen as great, cowboy-like 

heroes to many Iraqis, but to some, they were actually perceived as the opposite. Omar continued, 

"We hear [Americans] on the news or on TV saying that they came to save Iraqis, but we found out... 

they were the ones firing at us."24 The cowboy myth may have stirred national morale in the United 

States but it did not ring entirely true on the other side of the world.  

Deanne Fitzmaurice’s 2005 Pulitzer Prize winning photo essay, chronicling the story of 9-year-

old Saleh who was injured in a bomb in Iraq, captures the ineffable sorrow and loss experienced by 

innocent people caught in the middle of war. When his brother picked up what he thought was a ball, 

Saleh lost his right hand, an eye, several fingers, and part of his abdomen. And Saleh’s brother lost 

his life. Saleh was flown from Iraq to a hospital in the U.S and in one of Fitzmaurice’s photos, he lies 

beside his father, Raheem, on a hospital bed. The expression on Raheem’s face says more of the 

devastating impact of war on innocent people than words ever could. Raheem was told that 

Americans—the very people who started the war that put him in this position—were his only hope 

for his son’s survival. In the eyes of Saleh, Raheem, and thousands of other innocent Iraqis, Bush 

was certainly no hero—no cowboy riding gallantly into their country to usher in an era of freedom 

and justice. However, Saleh’s story is not entirely disheartening. Fitzmaurice continued to document 

the rebuilding of Saleh’s life after his injury—she captured his resilience as his family found a new 

home in the United States, as he went on to graduate from high school. As Fitzmaurice expressed, 

“Saleh’s indomitable spirit continues to inspire me every day.”25 
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President Bush’s perceived role as a cowboy in the war on terror was certainly compelling to 

the American people; by invoking the romanticized characteristics of courage, determination, and 

moral rectitude, Bush appealed to the nostalgia of a traumatized American people and further 

justified the war in Iraq. However, the frontier mindset that Bush applied to the war ultimately 

obscured its destructive effects on thousands of innocent civilians. Just as the original cowboy myth 

once buried the hardships of innocent Indians who were swept up and tossed relentlessly by the wind 

that was westward expansion, Iraqi civilians were caught in America’s attempts to assert itself on a 

global scale. Like the frontier in the old West, the frontier in Iraq was where America’s bright, 

hopeful idealism met a dark, demoralizing reality. While the cowboy was an unwavering force for 

good in the eyes of Americans, he was perhaps just as frightening and dangerous to Iraqi civilians as 

the “villains” from whom the U.S. tried to “liberate” them. However, in their book, Hine and 

Faragher highlight, “Frontiers are what happen when cultures collide and attempt to work out ways 

of living together.”26 We have already begun to cross the chasm between the perceived and actual 

realities of the war in Iraq; efforts to fill this gap include the IVAW Winter Soldier event and Deanne 

Fitzmaurice’s critically acclaimed photo essay. Moreover, Saleh’s father took the help of the people 

who caused his suffering and his family later found a home among those very people. As Saleh’s 

story demonstrates, different cultures can find ways of living together, despite the gulfs of 

misunderstanding, resentment, or fear that may exist between them. This is perhaps the most 

extraordinary, albeit unintended, feature of Bush’s frontier mentality in the Iraq war, and one that we 

must work to both salvage and nurture in the present and in the years to come.    
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